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Dedicated to all who have put their lives on the line

to hold back the ticking of the nuclear doomsday clock.

Through doing time, they have bought us time.
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“The angel of the Lord declared unto Mary,”

“And she conceived by the Holy Spirit.”

“Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with you ...”

Elderly women holding rosaries populated the spacious church, spread out like dots of color against the dark rows of pews. They were joined by men in business suits, women in skirts and nylons, some in dress slacks, some young people in jeans from the local community college, and a few street people seeking warmth and shelter in the crevices of the church.

The short aging man finished the recitation of the Hail Mary, removed his wire-rimmed glasses, squinted briefly and rubbed his eyes before leaving the lectern to don his priestly robes. Noon Mass was about to begin at St. Peter’s Cathedral.

It was a fairly open and spacious building, following the dictates of the latest liturgical style, circa 1970. The only reminders of the pre-Vatican II former profusion of statues and ornate monuments to God and the saints were the faint shadows on the muted white walls. These showed lines where the more recent plaster work joined the older plaster and indicated two former side altars. The intricate, finely chiseled Stations of the Cross with faces of Jesus in varying stages of agony had been replaced by simpler wooden versions and given a less prominent place in the side section of pews next to the sacristy. The dark brown of the stations made a pleasing, peaceful contrast with the beige white walls.

“God, our God, your greatness is seen in all the world!” The psalm response echoed through the church.

Mary’s altar was replaced by a simple pale statue of Mary standing to one side of the altar, only one-fifth the size of its former counterpart. St. Peter had been relegated to an alcove further back from the altar. In his place was a set of glassed-in books – Old and New Testaments – and the holy oils for the diocese. The removal of the two altars had created space for more pews, so four extra rows of pews were seated on each side of the altar, at right angles to the main body of pews and looking across the altar at each other.

“When I look at the sky, which you have made, at the moon and the stars, which you set in their places – what are we mortals that you think of us; mere humans, that you care for us?” the lector read.

“God, our God, your greatness is seen in all the world,” the people responded.

The main altar had been brought forward from the wall in the center of the raised platform which gradually lowered to the main floor through a series of four levels. The levels were covered by a golden yellow carpet which ended at the main tiled floor of the church. In the place where the altar had formerly stood were placed five simple wooden chairs, all raised slightly above the altar with the middle chair of the five raised highest and given prominence over the other four. This was where the main celebrant of the Mass sat and where the bishop sat during special celebrations at the cathedral. From this vantage he could survey all his church, from the people in the last pew to the organist sitting at the giant pipe organ in the choir loft.

“God, our God, your greatness is seen in all the world,” the psalm concluded.

Over all of this, high above the altar, was suspended a large crucifix, giving God an even better vantage point than the bishop.

In front of the congregation, in the first seat, first row, the left-hand side of the church, knelt a small black man with a rounded face, saying his daily devotions. Oblivious to the goings on about him, he knelt; his sheik-like headdress falling about his shoulders, around his neck hung a rosary. He held his hands in front of him, pointing upward and fluttering back and forth, apart and together in a butterfly motion. At times he would raise his hands, still fluttering, up above his head in fervent praise. Most of the time they remained in front of his chest, just below his grey-flecked goatee.

The regular attendees of Mass at St. Peter’s were familiar with the man and paid little to no attention to him. The priests were well acquainted with the small black man wearing a veil over his Sunday best suit. He would pop in and out of the sacristy and in and out of the confessional on a regular basis. Occasionally visiting priests were shocked when this veiled figure appeared in the confessional. This resulted in the following memo being placed in the sacristy for all to see:  The black man with the white veil and rosary around his neck whom you may encounter during your visit to St. Peter’s is perfectly harmless. The only harm he may cause is engaging anyone who will listen in long conversations about the millions of dollars he will be receiving someday and his friendship with the pope. His name is C.J. Jackson.
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Johanna laid flat on her back, frozen to her side of the king size bed. Her eyes stared straight ahead of her in the shadowed room. A cool spring breeze was blowing through the partly opened window. Across the hall her two sons lay sleeping soundlessly. Next to her she could hear her husband breathing. It would be so easy to reach over and wake him up, but she couldn’t wake him at two o’clock in the morning without a good reason. She felt paralyzed and disoriented in these familiar surroundings:  her room, their room. They’ve lived in this house for eight years, since a year after Timmy, her youngest, had been born. 

It was a simple room. The bed dominated as in most bedrooms, placed almost in the middle of the room, the headboard against one wall, the side far enough away from the outside wall to leave a passageway between the bed and the wall for her husband. A small table with a reading lamp and a radio stood in the corner.

On the opposite wall, just as you came into the room, was a chest of drawers and next to it a chair where her husband tossed his clothes each night for her to pick up in the morning. At the foot of the bed, against the opposing wall, was an antique dark brown dresser with a large mirror. She had refinished the dresser when they first moved in, in a burst of artistic frenzy. She never repeated the feat, instead relying on purchased articles already refinished. Dick was a good provider. They didn’t need to scrimp. 

The dresser sat between two doors – one to the hallway and one to the adjoining bathroom. Both doors were ajar to facilitate night visits to the bathroom and to listen for restless children across the hall. Now and then she moved furniture around and tried to change things, but Dick was a creature of habit and didn’t take kindly to change. She tried to keep the changes relatively minor, sneaking them in when he was away on a business trip so he wouldn’t notice.

Her body remained paralyzed as her eyes roamed about the room, slowly becoming more focused and more cognizant of her whereabouts. A heavy weight seemed to hang on her, keeping her from moving. With that weight there came a certain unfocused sense of terror at some unseen, unknown entity, or power, or happening. She didn’t know what.

It would have been so easy to reach over and wake her husband. But wake him for what? For this nondescript feeling of terror that she couldn’t really name? It must be some foolishness on her part. She remembered her days as a child in a Catholic grade school, praying the rosary when she was frightened. That had long since been put behind her. The words wouldn’t come to her now.

Slowly, she began to feel herself in control of her body again; the familiar urge to urinate came as a relief to her. Slowly she dropped her legs off the side of the bed and sat up. She sat for a while, testing her bearings and reassuring herself that her feet did work before standing up and walking shakily to the bathroom. She plopped down on the cold seat of the toilet and leaned her head into her hands as her body relieved itself. She remained in this position until she felt capable of navigating her way back. Then she wiped, got up, climbed into bed and lay there, wide awake. She didn’t remember falling back to sleep.

The familiar ring of the alarm woke Johanna out of her sleep. She had some vague memory of a strange dream that she pushed to the back recesses of her mind. After the events of the night she felt strangely calm and energetic. She knew her lack of sleep would likely catch up with her later in the day, but for now she felt ready to get up, make breakfast, send the kids off to school and her husband off to work. There was a sense of security in the pattern that gave her pleasure that morning.

After the kids and Dick were safely off to school and work, she sat down to call her sister.  Diane’s little girl had chicken pox and Johanna was wondering how she was doing. Her four-year-old nephew answered the phone.

“Hi, Matthew, how are you?”

“Fine,” he drawled.

“Is your mommy home?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Can I talk to her?”

“Uh-huh ... Aunt Jo, you know what? Daddy took us to see ‘Star Wars’ again, and you know what?”

“No, what, Matthew?”

“Darth Vader was there.”

“On the movie.”

“No, the real Darth Vader!” Diane took the phone from Matthew’s hand.

“Hi, Johanna, you hearing all about Darth Vader and Star Wars?”

“Yeah,” her nephew’s voice had triggered a vague, troubling memory from the night. She wasn’t sure what. “I was just wondering how Karen was doing?”

“Oh, she’s much better, so we’ll be able to come over this Sunday for Timmy’s birthday.”

“That’s great.” Timmy’s birthday?  “I have to go, Diane. The doorbell’s ringing. I just wanted to know how Karen was.”

“Okay, well, we’ll see you Sunday.” She hung up her phone.

Timmy’s birthday? That had been part of the dream. She remembered she had been talking to Matthew on the phone. She could see him standing there holding the phone to his ear with both hands. Diane was in the kitchen baking cookies. 

“Matthew, are you coming to Timmy’s birthday party this weekend?” she had asked in the dream.

“Oh, I don’no, Aunt Jo,” Matthew fidgeted and played with the long cord of the wall phone, wrapping it around his body. “You know, Aunt Jo, if they drop the bomb, then I can’t come.”

That was all she could remember. She sank down into the chair near the phone and tried to remember. What else had she dreamed? It was blocked to her. She shook her head in an attempt to shake off the anxiety she felt hanging inside her and sought relief in the everyday activities of the housewife.
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It was a beautiful spring day. The sun shone through the windows and left little boxes of light on the small bundles of sleeping, or almost sleeping bodies. Nap-time - Jackie’s favorite part of the day. She looked up from her desk and surveyed the sleeping mounds while her aides prepared the morning snack of graham crackers and milk. 

Outside the sun blazed its path against a glorious blue sky. All the rays of sunlight were allowed to play against the greening land, sending little sparkles of diamond gleaming on the still-moistened grass. These droplets of water, the only remnants of last night’s showers, would soon be gone, absorbed into the sunlight and whisked away to the storm vaults of the sky to await another shower. It would seem that the sky was preparing a perfect day for the school carnival; Jackie was thankful for that.  She also gave thanks for the limp little bodies lying in the sun and absorbing its warmth – her charges for the day.

Heads moved, feet kicked and she reminded the culprit that it was nap-time and he better lay still if he wanted his snack. The victim of the kick laid motionless; sound asleep, unaware that he had been assaulted. All around little eyes glanced up at the encounter, hopeful that that was the signal of the end of nap-time.

“Close your eyes. Five more minutes.” Five more minutes! That was forever! Bodies turned over and readjusted to five more minutes of lying down. Eyes remained open just the slightest amount, just enough to watch the aides out of little slits and see what they were preparing for snack-time. Graham crackers again, shoulders heaved sighs. It was hardly worth lying still for graham crackers. Jackie knew there had been hopes of receiving chocolate chip cookies, or brownies. They always had such hopes. But now hopes were quashed and they rolled over again to finish out what remained of their sentence.

The quiet was such a contrast to the earlier morning’s activities. Wound up in anticipation of the afternoon’s carnival, the children had been unwilling to settle for quiet activities such as finger paints and crayons. Out came the musical instruments and noise makers and the sixteen preschoolers marched about the room blowing horns of all types, banging blocks, clanging cymbals, and making noise of all manner so that Jackie understood why the walls of Jericho had not been able to prevail. Noise such as this would surely make any wall fall down.

After the burst of energy and trumpet blasts it had been easier to quiet them down for story time, and then nap-time. But the cacophony of the musical interlude still sounded in Jackie’s ears in contrast to the present quiet. It was a quiet of waiting, pregnant, announcing ...  

Announcing what? She didn’t really know. Announcing the end of the school year? One more week with her charges and they would be set free upon the world for the summer. And she would be set free for a week, until summer camp.

It wasn’t much of a break in that she would once again be working with children, but at least it would be another setting and different ages. And she needed the money. College loans still hung over her head. She had been able to pay much of her way through college by her work as a teacher’s aide during her junior and senior years and her summer work at camp. Still loans remained to be paid. So here she was, working in the same classroom where she had previously been an aide, and still going to the same summer camp. She felt like she had never left college, encased as she was with loans and the same atmosphere. The only difference was that she was not taking classes any longer and her pay scale had jumped once she started working full-time.

She was thinking about starting graduate school. Not this coming fall, but maybe winter term.  The prospect brought little joy to her, but it seemed like the thing to do. A bachelor’s degree got you nowhere any more. And if you are going to teach you have to constantly keep up with new learning, etc., even if you’re just in elementary education. At least that’s what she had been told. She had no reason to question it, just a vague dissatisfaction.

At one time she had entertained dreams of travelling the continent of Europe, improving her language ability and someday becoming a translator for the United Nations or some such thing and striking a tremendous blow for peace by translating at world peace talks. It could have happened except that Jackie had quickly discovered that she had no facility for languages.  

And then there were those mounting bills. While her parents were willing to finance her way through college, Jackie would have nothing of that.

Her mother had received a college education but her dad hadn’t and deeply felt his loss. Jackie’s mind went back over the oft repeated story, a continual reminder of how good she had it. How her dad had worked all through high school at the local hardware store, moved from part-time to full-time work upon his graduation from high school in the early fifties and became indispensable to old man Turner. How upon old man Turner’s death, he bought the store with money he had been saving for years in anticipation of the chance.

It had been through the Turner boys that her father had first met her mother, meeting her at a party at their fraternity. Living near a university, her dad, Henry, had had many opportunities to mix with the college crowd. Her mother, Mary Francis, had set her eyes on Jim, the younger of the Turner boys, but her dad’s persistence had won Mary Fran over. After her graduation they were married. Mary Fran put behind her the dream of marrying a doctor or a lawyer, for life with a simple clerk at a hardware store.

Her father’s story about the proposal replayed in Jackie’s mind.

“I know it’s not much,” he said as he put the ring on Mary Fran’s finger, “but someday I’ll own the store. Then I’ll get you the diamond you deserve. I may not make much now, but I’ll work hard. You will always have a roof over your head and food on your table. This I promise.”

It was a good life, a stable life, they both reminded her. Her mother started working as a first-grade teacher after her marriage and she and her dad were soon able to make a down payment on a house. 

They still lived in that first house, paying off the mortgage with money earned at the job her mother had to this day. The arrival of Jackie two years after their marriage only slightly altered the life they had established for themselves, and now all former ambitions for themselves were resting on her, their only daughter.

Jackie had often wondered why her dad had never gone to college, since he held so much reverence for a college education and the university was so close. But no, a college education was something for her to pursue, not him.

“I’ll leave the college education to you young people. Gotta have a college education to get ahead,” she had often heard him say, instilling in her from her birth a desire to go to college that was enhanced by her mother’s reverence for teaching and education. It still remained a mystery to her that her father didn’t go back to school. Perhaps it had something to do with being the youngest of seven kids, two older brothers followed by four older sisters and then him. Maybe it had seemed that by the time Henry had come along his mother had exhausted all her capacity for love and had seemed to fade away into the background as a tired old woman. 

Jackie had a vague memory of her grandmother. She had died when Jackie was four. She seemed to remember a tired, thin woman with hair in a bun.

“Sit still, child,” her grandmother had scolded. “I’ve never known a child so full of piss and vinegar,” she had told her mother. Jackie hadn’t known then what piss and vinegar was but knew it must be the most terrible combination of awful.

Maybe it had seemed to her dad that the only truly good things in life were meant for the more fortunate, for those first children, like a mother’s love and a college education. And the only way for the less fortunate to get ahead was through quiet persistence and not asking for too much.

Jackie doubted her dad was cognizant of the unfairness of such a situation. He was content to plod along and persevere, placing all his dreams on his daughter. And Mary Fran was content to plod along with her husband, accepting his adulation as her rightful due.

Jackie didn’t have too many dreams of her own at this point. She had too many dreams imposed by her parents to deal with. Somehow she felt she had disappointed them. It wasn’t anything spoken about. It was just there. Or maybe she was disappointed with herself. She wasn’t sure what she wanted, but something more. Something more than teaching kids all her life. How could she say that to her parents after four years of preparing herself to do just that? At least it had been her hard-earned money she had spent and not that of her parents.

She’d have her loans paid back sometime next year. After that if she wanted to quit work for a while, go to Europe, travel ... she certainly could, couldn’t she? She imagined herself on a beach on the French Rivera. 

“Voulez vous un chocolat?” the dashing young man asks.

“Mais oui! Bien sûr!” but then she ran out of French and cursed herself for not trying harder in her French class. If only she had, her whole life would have been different, her inner dialogue reminded her.

A part of her rebelled even as she thought of going back to school – two more years of school, then four more years of bills. Certainly there was more to life than that – marriage, a husband? Those prospects remained distant and Jackie wanted to keep it that way.

In the meantime, she had continued to teach kindergarten because that was what she was trained for. She enjoyed working at this school because so many university children attended it. These included children of faculty members and children of married graduate students, many of whom were from other countries – Africa, Thailand, Philippines, Japan, India, Arabia. She loved the kids, loved being with them, loved the summer camp she worked at and being encircled by trees, nature and children. Still, there must be something more for her.

She was in touch with children who had been in her classroom during previous years and babysat now and then for her former professors, like she was going to do today. 

Her charges, Mark and Lisa Murphy, were waiting for her at her classroom door the minute school was over.

“Come on, Jackie. We’ll miss everything,” they urged in unison.

“You won’t miss anything. The carnival hasn’t even started yet. Give me a couple of minutes to get my head together.” Jackie looked down at the class schedule she had been working on then at the two children, shook her head, closed her notebook, pulled down the shades and said, “Okay, let’s go.”

Little booths decorated the school lawn. There were ring toss games and darts, popcorn, hotdogs, pop and cotton candy, balloons, a cake walk, a spook house, a small train and clowns.

“There’s Tamayo,” Lisa said, pointing to her Japanese friend who was standing with her mother buying cotton candy. Lisa took off at a run.

“Wait a minute,” Jackie shouted but she was too late as Lisa had already joined her friend. Jackie grabbed Mark’s hand in case he should decide to follow his sister.

“Can’t I go too?” Mark struggled.

“Just wait a minute. We’ll be there in a minute,” Jackie reassured Mark as they walked through the crowd.

“Look, there’s Tommy,” Mark pointed out a boy from his school. “Can I please go over there?” Mark struggled some more while Jackie surveyed the crowd. The place was well populated with parents and teachers. It was a small carnival. As long as the two kids stayed at the carnival and didn’t wander off, they should be within easy grabbing distance.

“Okay, you can go join your friends, but don’t leave the carnival, even for a minute, without letting me know, okay?”

“Okay.” Mark struggled but Jackie still held tight.

“Your mom and dad gave me a dollar for each of you if you want to play some of the games or get something to eat. Anything you want to buy beyond that dollar will have to come out of your allowance, okay?”

“Okay.” Mark squirmed again. Jackie knew better than to let go before she had said all she wanted to say.

“Let me know when you want the money.”

“Can’t I have it now?” Mark stopped squirming.

“No.” Jackie knew better than that, “You look at all the games and decide which ones you really want to play then come ask me and I’ll give you the money.”

“Okay,” Mark agreed.

“So, go now.” Jackie let go of Mark’s hand and gave him a little push in the direction of his friends. Mark walked away slowly, his head hanging down and a pout on his face. He looked back to see if Jackie appreciated his show of disappointment. Jackie frowned and shook her head. Mark gave a shrug of his shoulders and heaved a sigh to complete his act, then he ran the rest of the way to his friends. Jackie headed in the direction of the cotton candy booth to catch up with Lisa.

Lisa came running back to Jackie as she approached the cotton candy machine.

“Can I buy some cotton candy? Please?” Lisa asked with a placating note in her voice and a pleading look on her face which said  –  I know that I ran off without permission but why don’t you just let me have my money and we’ll forget it ever happened  –  as if Jackie were the one in need of forgiveness.

Jackie paused for a moment. She knew this tactic. Pretend that you had no idea that you had done anything wrong and maybe everybody else would believe you and let it slide.

“All right. I’ll get you some cotton candy, but remember, you only have one dollar to spend. After that you have to use your own money.” Jackie let it slide. Matching wits with these kids took an incredible amount of energy. She wondered if they would ever stop testing her to see how much they could get away with. But she had the money, so she had the upper-hand. As long as she held their money, she knew the kids would check back with her periodically. It seemed coercive, using money to control a couple of kids, but she’d use any means to keep them in line. She figured it was a step above using physical force.

“Hi, Jackie. How are you?” Mrs. Kyoto smiled at Jackie as she and Tamayo approached. She knew Jackie as she and Dr. Murphy often shared responsibilities for each other’s children, at times sharing the same babysitter.

“Hi,” Jackie smiled back at Mrs. Kyoto. “Hello, Tamayo,” she greeted the little girl and patted her on the head as she ordered cotton candy for Lisa.

“Look, Tamayo,” Lisa said, grabbing her friend by the elbow and pointing behind her.  “Clowns, let’s go watch them. Can we, Jackie?”

“Just a minute.” Jackie paid the young man at the cotton candy machine and gave the sticky cone of pink sugar to Lisa. Lisa, who had been so concerned only a moment ago about whether she would get some cotton candy or not, hardly noticed the sticky goo swirled on a paper cone in front of her. Tamayo turned around to look in the direction Lisa was pointing, still picking bits of cotton candy off of her rapidly decreasing ball and letting it melt in her mouth with a pleased smile.

“See the clowns?” Lisa pointed out the rag tag collection of people in white face and costume again. They weren’t dressed like circus clowns but in costumes it looked like they had patched together out of odds and ends. “Let’s go watch them.”

Tamayo smiled slowly, her quiet pleased smile from the cotton candy expanding into a gleeful grin. “Yes, let’s go. May I go watch the clowns, Mother?” Tamayo asked politely.

“I have to go back to the apartment,” Mrs. Kyoto said, “but perhaps Jackie would be willing to watch you if you ask her.”

Jackie didn’t wait for the request. She had been expecting it. “Sure, why not?” She shrugged.  

“Oh, boy, let’s go,” Lisa grabbed Tamayo by the hand and they both ran off in the direction of the clowns.

“Wait a minute. Don’t run.” Jackie tried to slow them down, cringing as they nearly missed running over several younger children.

“Thank you,” Mrs. Kyoto said, “I’ll be back in an hour but now I must prepare for an oral exam in English.” Mrs. Kyoto smiled at her and began to walk toward her apartment with short steps.

“Sure, no problem,” Jackie responded to the departing figure. “After all, what’s another kid to watch,” Jackie murmured to herself.

Several little white-faced figures walked past Jackie. As she surveyed the crowd, she noticed other small white-faced clowns mixed in with the general population of pale faces, black faces, yellow faces and brown faces. She saw Mark heading towards her with an anxious expression on his face and two friends trailing behind. She checked on the girls to see where they were among the small group gathered around the clowns then waited for Mark’s approach.

“Jackie, can I please have my money now. All the other guys have got theirs. They don’t have to run to a teacher to get money.”

Jackie could see that Mark was prepared for a fight.  

“Okay. Tell you what. I’ll buy four tickets for you so you can play any of the games you want, then after that you’re out of luck. Okay?”

“Okay,” Mark agreed. He seemed almost disappointed that it had been so easy. Jackie walked over to the nearest ticket vendor, exchanged a dollar bill for four tickets, then handed them to Mark. 

“Now don’t lose them. And remember, once these are gone, that’s it.” Jackie figured that wouldn’t be it, but at least this way Mark might think twice before asking her for his allowance money.

“Sure, Jackie,” Mark said. “Come on guys. Let’s go ride the train.” The small group took off at a run.

“Don’t run,” Jackie shouted out of habit after them.

Jackie joined the girls who were watching the clowns. One clown was talking to the group, while the other was putting make-up on kids.  There was a fairly large group waiting for make-up.

“Now, kids, if you want to be clowns and wear white faces, there are some things you’ve got to know about clowns. Right?” the clown gazed around the crowd. He wore a tattered black coat and tails with colorful patches and a brown floppy hat. Not the typical outfit for clowns, or what you expected, more like a hobo or a tramp.  

Some of the kids nodded their heads, some said “right” and others looked puzzled.

“What do you need to know about clowns?” he looked around at the group again. “Does anyone know?” he peered inquisitively at the group. “What do you know about clowns?” he asked a little girl in pig-tails standing in front of the group.

“I don‘no,” she answered shyly.

“They look funny,” a boy in the back shouted out.

“They have funny faces,” a girl in the back said.

“Yes,” the clown agreed. “They juggle sometimes,” he pulled three balls out of his bag and started juggling. “What else do you know about clowns? How about you?” he quickly tossed a ball to a boy standing off to one side.

“I don’no,” he responded, then added, “they’re in circuses.”

“Sometimes,” the clown responded.

“They act silly.”

“They act stupid,” an older boy called out.

“Yeah, they act dumb,” stated another.

“Some people would call it that,” the clown agreed.

“They make people laugh,” one of the parents in the crowd answered, coming to the rescue of the clown before the kids could go off on a tangent, trying to see how many synonyms they could find for the word stupid.

“Yeah,” the clown responded. He stopped juggling, took out a large red handkerchief from the inside of his coat pocket and wiped his brow. “Phew. It’s hard work being a clown. I gotta sit down and rest. Now what can I sit on? Here’s a nice box.” He placed the box behind him, lowered himself down onto it with exaggerated motions and tumbled over backwards in a somersault as the box crumbled underneath him.

The children laughed as he picked himself up, lifted his floppy hat and scratched his head as if wondering what could have possibly gone wrong. He looked out at the children and said. “Hmmm, I guess we clowns do act stupid at times. Now here’s a better seat.” He grabbed a stool that was sitting nearby, set it down firmly in the grass, tested it to make sure it wouldn’t tip, got out his handkerchief again and wiped the top off, then gingerly sat on the stool and began talking to the children again.

“Okay, a clown looks funny and acts funny and sometimes does things that appear stupid to make people laugh, but what is the most important thing a person should know in order to be a clown? Do any of you parents know?” The parents were as perplexed as the kids.

“A clown is a giver,” he answered for them. “They give and never take. They give joy and laughter. They try to make people happy. Sometimes they’ll give you a flower, a balloon or a piece of candy. Sometimes they’ll give you a smile, or if you’re sad, they’ll be sad with you until you’re ready to be happy and then they’ll be happy. Clowns don’t have very much but what they have they give away. They give you their selves in a very special way. How do you think they do that?” He turned to the little girl with the pigtails.

“I dun’no,” she responded again.

“By thinking about other people and what would make them happy rather than themselves,” one girl answered.

“That’s right. They forget about themselves and think about other people. So, if you’re a clown, do you know what happens when you put white on your face?”

“You look like a ghost.”

“Yeah, or a dead man.”

“Yes, what you are doing is whiting out your self, almost like you are dead. Then you put on a new face so that you’re not you anymore but someone else.”

“Not all clowns are like that,” the older boy in the back who had begun the chorus about clowns acting stupid burst out.

“How so?” the clown asked.

“The clowns at the circus don’t just give you balloons. They take your money. And sometimes clowns are mean to each other and pull tricks on each other to make people laugh and that’s not always nice.”

“Yeah, well, you’re right,” the clown sighed and made a sad face. “You’re right. I guess us clowns are just like other humans at times. We are supposed to be kind and loving and giving, but sometimes we’re not. Some clowns aren’t always kind even though they are supposed to be. And not all clowns are selfless, even though they are supposed to be. But that doesn’t change the fact that they are supposed to be that way and so they should try to be that way. Right?” The clown pulled at his mustache and waited for an answer.

“Right!” the little girl with the pigtails chirped.

“Right!” the clown smiled and got up off the stool and approached the girl. “And for that answer, you’ll be the first person I’ll put a clown face on, okay?”

“Okay,” the girl smiled shyly.

“And while I’m taking care of her, I want each of you who want a clown face to think carefully about what I said about what it means to be a clown and decide what kind of clown you want to be and what kind of face you want, okay?”

“Okay,” a few of the children responded. Some of them moved on to play some of the games; others gathered around the clown and the little girl and watched her transformation.

The clown set her on top of the stool he had been sitting on and asked the girl her name.

“Anna,” she replied.

“Okay, Anna, what kind of clown do you want to be?” he asked as he began to put white on her face. Her mother stood behind them, watching, anxious lest some make-up get on Anna’s purple dress.

“A happy one,” she said.

“All right.” The clown worked quickly, applying the make-up and explaining to her mother the best way to get it off. As he finished, he got two helium balloons and tied them to the end of her black braids so that they stood up on either side. The little girl looked at the strange face in the mirror then decided she liked it and smiled. She was lifted down from the high stool.

The two clowns enlisted the aid of a third clown to help them handle all the little faces that had to be done. Two other adult clowns also appeared and were playing with the children at the cake walk, dancing around the chairs, chasing after each other and sitting on each other’s laps.

Lisa watched the clown paint Anna’s face but, noticing the two clowns at the cake walk, decided that there was more fun going on over there.

“Tamayo, you don’t really want to put all that goo on your face, do you?”

“No, I guess not,” Tamayo stated hesitantly. She watched with fascination as another child climbed on the stool and watched his features disappear behind a coat of white.

“Let’s go over to the cake-walk and watch the clowns there. Maybe we could win a cake.”

“Oh, okay,” Tamayo looked away from the clowns putting make-up on children to the two dancing around the cake-walk.

“We’re going to the cakewalk,” Lisa proclaimed to Jackie.

“All right,” Jackie diverted her attention away from the clowns and back to her young charges. “Do you see Mark?”

“He’s over at the playground, climbing on the monkey bars,” Lisa pointed at three boys climbing about on bars shaped into the form of a rocket that the kids called the monkey bars.

He must have used up all his tickets already, Jackie thought to herself. And he didn’t come pestering for more – that’s a surprise. “Okay, I see him. Go ahead. I’ll join you in a little bit.” Jackie was intrigued by the make-up process and wanted to watch a while longer.

Tamayo and Lisa walked sedately to the cake-walk, savoring the last bit of whipped sugar from their paper cones as they walked. Jackie watched their progress then surveyed the rest of the carnival to see if she was missing something.

“What brings you here?” a male voice behind her questioned.

“I work here,” Jackie responded spontaneously before turning to face her questioner. “What are you doing here? Do I know you?” she said as she turned and faced the lanky blond youth.

“Weren’t you in my social studies class last year? Remember? With Professor Jenkins?”

“Yeah, I guess so. You were in that class too?” Jackie hardly remembered anything about the class. There she had been, a senior, her last term, and still filling her basic requirements for graduation. Most of her friends had taken care of those requirements by the end of their sophomore year, but not her. So she had to sit in a class filled with freshmen and sophomores finishing out this last requirement. Half the time she had skipped the class. She had barely managed a 2.5 out of it.

“Yeah. Of course you probably don’t remember. You were hardly ever there. Did you even pass the course?”

“I graduated, didn’t I?” Jackie frowned. Who was this guy anyway to try to heap guilt on her for classes missed a year ago?

“I wouldn’t know.”

“You didn’t answer my first question,” Jackie broke in.

“Oh, my mom teaches here – sixth grade. Sharon Phelps.”

“Sure. I know Mrs. Phelps.”

“What do you do here?”

“I teach kindergarten.”

“Oh, then you did.”

“Did what?”

“Graduate.”

“How did we get back to that?”

The youth flashed a big smile. “By the way, my name is Chuck.”

“I’m Jackie.”

“Pleased to meet you, Jackie. After all, you’re the only person here within even an approximate age range similar to mine. We might as well be friends.”

“Sure. Why not? Look, I’m supposed to be watching a couple of kids and I’m afraid I lost track of them.” Jackie surveyed the carnival for Lisa and Mark.

“Sure. Go on and look for them. I’ll see you around.”

“Yeah. Bye,” not if I can help it, Jackie thought as she looked through the mass of kids.

“Jackie, look, Tamayo won a cake at the cake-walk.” Tamayo was beaming as she held out a white layer cake with coconut frosting.

“That’s great, Tamayo. Do you want to take it home right now, or do you want to wait till your mom comes to get you?” Jackie was fearful of the cake ending up in the grass if Tamayo insisted on carrying it around with her until her mother came.

“I’d like to take the cake home to show Mother right now.”

“Okay. I’ll have to get Mark so we can all go together.”

Jackie looked over to the playground to see Mark heading towards her with his head drooping.

“What’s the matter with you?” Jackie asked.

“Tom and Jeff had to go home.”

“Don’t feel sad, Mark. See, you can have a piece of the cake I won,” Tamayo offered. Mark’s eyes grew big as he saw the white cake.

“Oh, boy, coconut. Can I really have a piece?” Mark asked.

“Wait, let’s see what Tamayo’s mother has to say about that,” Jackie said.

“Okay, let’s go!” Mark was about to set off at a run.

“And don’t run,” Jackie shouted, “Tamayo might drop the cake.” Jackie took off after the three who were already heading across the playground at a fast walk. Tamayo precariously held the cake in front of her; the other two kept their eyes on the cake.
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“Father John, here, I rescued these from a couple of kids.” Chuck appeared with two of the yellow tennis balls Fr. John used for juggling and one of his handkerchiefs.

“Thanks, Chuck,” Fr. John stuffed the three items into his bag then turned to the mirror to begin removing make-up. “What a rough afternoon.” The clown inspected the damage done to his black coat. “Those little monsters ripped my coat.” Along with the patches he had sown onto the black coat, there was now a large rip in the left sleeve. “Oh, well, what’s one more patch?”

“Those skits you did were pretty good,” Chuck remarked. After putting white face on children, the clowns had done several skits for the kids, including a rendition of “The Giving Tree” and “The Tall Green Pants with No-One Inside Them.”

“Yeah?” John mumbled as he wiped make-up off with a Kleenex and some cold cream.

“Yeah, I mean for kids, you know, they were good. The kids enjoyed them.”

“You liked them?”

“Yeah, I did. Where do you get your materials?”

“From kid’s stories, Dr. Seuss, etc. Some we make up ourselves.” A small pile of red, white and black smeared Kleenex was growing at his feet.

“Well, they were really good.” Chuck looked down at the grass for a minute and the growing pile of Kleenex. Two other clowns were also busy making their own little piles of Kleenex while the remaining two were preparing to leave.

“We’re going to wait till we get home before taking our make-up off. I love the looks we get from other drivers.” The taller of the two announced. “When should we get together again?”

“Do we have anything scheduled?” a female clown in a little girl’s dress and baggy bloomers asked.

“Not for a couple of weeks.”

“Then let’s not meet for a couple of weeks,” she said.

“But we need to practice,” the short clown said.

“I don’t have my calendar with me,” Fr. John remarked without looking away from the mirror.

“I guess that settles that. I’ll give everybody a call this week to set a rehearsal time,” the tall one said.

“All right,” they agreed and the two took off to their car and proceeded home.

“I’ll get something to put those Kleenex in,” Chuck said and started off toward the school. He liked this man – Fr. John Lafferty. He was different, even peculiar at times, but that intrigued him, most of the time; embarrassed him some of the time. Chuck’s mom had asked Fr. John and his group to perform at their carnival. After all, he was her brother and Chuck’s uncle. Everybody in the family called him Fr. John, except his sister, Chuck’s mother, who called him Johnny.

Chuck came out of the school carrying a large trash bag, followed by his mother. He began picking up the papers littering the lawn while his mother went over to talk to her brother.

“Johnny, do you want to come over for dinner?”
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